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The Ragman 

Good Friday – April 15, 2022 

 

On Good Friday, I like to share a story as my homily. Today’s story is called The Ragman, by 

Walter Wangerin, Jr. 

 

One Friday morning, a young man, handsome and strong, started walking the alleys around his 

town. He was pushing an old shopping cart filled with clothes, both bright and new, and he was 

calling in a loud voice: 

“Rags! Get your rags here! New rags for old! I take your tired old rags! Rags here!” 

 

Soon the Ragman came across a woman sitting on her porch. She was sobbing into a 

handkerchief, sighing, and shedding a thousand tears. Her shoulders shook with grief. 

 

The Ragman, when he saw her, stopped his cart. Quietly, he walked to the woman. 

“Give me your rag,” he said so gently, “and I’ll give you another.” 

He slipped the handkerchief from her eyes. She looked up, and he laid across her hands a linen 

cloth, clean and new. She blinked from the gift to the giver. 

 

Then, as he began to pull his cart again, the Ragman did a strange thing: he put this woman’s 

stained handkerchief to his own face; and then HE began to weep, to sob as grievously as she 

had done, his shoulders shaking. Yet the woman was left, sitting on her porch, with a peaceful 

smile on her tear-stained face. 

 

And so the Ragman continued to walk and to cry into his handkerchief. And he kept calling, 

“Rags! Rags! Get your rags here! New rags for old!” 

 

After a little while, the Ragman came upon a girl who had fallen while playing in the street and 

hit her head. She had wrapped around her head a cloth bandage. Blood was starting to soak 

through the bandage, and one trickle of dried blood ran down her temple. 

 

Now the Ragman looked upon this child with pity, and he drew a lovely yellow bonnet from his 

cart. 

“Give me your rag,” he said to the little girl, “and I’ll give you mine.” 

The child could only watch at him while the Ragman loosened the bandage, removed it, and tied 

it to his own head. The bonnet he set on hers. And slowly, the Ragman himself started to bleed 

into the bandage, and a trickle of his own blood crept down his temple. 

 

He left the girl, her head now healed, and continued pushing his shopping cart full of rags. 

“Rags! Rags! New rags for old!” cried the crying, bleeding (but still strong) Ragman. 

 

After a little while longer, the Ragman approached a man who was leaning against a telephone 

pole. 

The Ragman asked, “Are you going to work?” The man shook his head. 

The Ragman pressed him: “Do you have a job?” 
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The man leaning against the pole said, “Look at me.” He pulled away from the pole, revealing 

the right sleeve of his jacket – it was flat, the cuff stuffed into the pocket. He had no right arm. 

“Well,” said the Ragman, quietly but firmly. “Give me your jacket, and I’ll give you mine.” 

 

The one-armed man took off his jacket. So did the Ragman. As they exchanged jackets, it 

became clear that the man who had been leaning against pole suddenly had two good arms, and 

the Ragman only had one, with one sleeve pinned up at the cuff. 

“Now you can go to work,” he said. 

 

The Ragman continued to push his cart with his one arm, crying, bleeding, calling “Rags! Rags! 

New rags for old!”  

 

A little while later, he found a drunk man, lying unconscious beneath a dirty army blanket. The 

man was old, hunched, and sick. Without a word, the Ragman took that blanket and wrapped it 

round himself, but for the drunk man he left a new wool blanket. 

 

The Ragman continued to walk. He was continuing to cry, bleeding from his head, pushing his 

cart with one arm, stumbling in drunkenness, falling again and again, exhausted, old, and sick. 

Finally, he reached the garbage dump on the edge of town. 

 

He climbed a hill of garbage. When he reached the top, he sighed. He lay down. He pillowed his 

head on a handkerchief and a jacket. He covered his bones with an army blanket. And there, the 

Ragman died. 
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This is not quite the end of the story of the Ragman, but it’s where I’ll stop for today. 

 

This story speaks to the experience of witnessing someone you love in pain.  Have you ever seen 

someone you love hurting so badly, and you love them so much, that you say, “I would gladly 

take your pain if I could.” Inevitable follow-up: “But I can’t.” 

God says that to us, “I would gladly take your pain if I could.” The follow-up: “And I can.” 

 

God can. God did. That’s what we remember this Good Friday.  Jesus suffered for us.  Jesus 

suffers with us.  And we find a freedom in sharing our burdens with someone who cares. 

 

Today we remember the gift that Jesus gave us in suffering with us. 

 

Amen. 


